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The Pornography Debate: Controversy in 
Advertising 

Overview 

To introduce the issue of pornography for classroom 
discussion. To help students understand the difficulty in 
determining the sometimes very fine lines between erotica, 
freedom of expression, and sexual exploitation and to 
familiarize them with guidelines for making these distinctions. 


Level: Grades 11-12 
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Learning Outcomes 

Students will demonstrate: 

• an understanding of what constitutes pornography 

• knowledge of the guidelines that have been 
established to regulate pornography in the advertising 
industry 

• an appreciation of the difficulties in enforcing these 
guidelines 


Preparation and Materials 

• For background reading, teachers might like to read The Canadian Advertising 
Foundation Gender Portrayal Guidelines 

• Prepare Definition of Pornography transparency 

• Make copies of handouts 

o Calvin Klein — A Case Study 

o Canadian Advertising Foundation's Guidelines Relating to Pornography 
o Criminal Code of Canada Definition of "Child Pornography" 
o Case Study Assignment 


The Lesson 

Ask your students 

• What is pornography? (After they have brainstormed definitions, place the 
Definition of Pornography transparency onto the projector.) 

• What is the difference between an erotic response and an aesthetic or 
emotional response? 

• How do you decide whether or not an image is pornographic? 

This last question is not a simple one to answer. Each society has different standards 
in determining what is, or isn't pornographic. For example, European countries tend 
to be more permissive regarding explicit material than are Canada and the United 
States. In Canada and the U.S., definitions of what is and isn't pornographic are 
included in our criminal codes, as well as in film and advertising industry guidelines 
and regulations. Yet despite these parameters, courts are still challenged in 
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determining the fine line between erotica and sexual exploitation. In Canada, the 
Canadian Advertising Foundation has established Gender Portrayal Guidelines, 
which include guidelines that relate to sexual exploitation of men and women. 

Distribute Canadian Advertising Foundation's Guidelines Relating to Pornography and 
carefully review it with your students. 

Activity One 

Group Assignment 

• Divide class into small groups 

• Using the Guidelines sheets, have students find examples for each point from 
magazines in the school library, or from fashion, sports, video game or teen 
magazines they have brought to class. 

• In presenting their images to class, students should identify 

o the title and type of magazine that the ad came from 
o it's target audience 

o how their images relate to each guideline 
o the underlying message of each ad 

After each presentation, ask the rest of the class whether or not they agree with the 
images selected by the group. 

Activity Two 

Case Study Assignment 

A particular concern in recent years has been the increasing sexualization of young 
people in advertising. Models are beginning to work at younger and younger ages — 
in fact, it's not unusual to have thirteen-year-old girls on the runways of Paris and 
Milan. Society's focus on youth as an important part of beauty, and the use of 
younger models to sell fashion, has led to the disturbing trend of posing very young 
models in sexually provocative poses. The Criminal Code of Canada defines "Child 
Pornography" in terms of sexualization of images of children, ("distribute Canadian 
Advertising Foundation's Guidelines Relating to Pornography) but there is still debate 
among the courts, publishers and special interest groups as to what constitutes 
pornography. 

Distribute Calvin Klein — A Case Study and Case Study Assignment to students. 

Evaluation 

• Group presentation 

• Expository essay 

Extension 

An additional activity that is relevant to this topic is the CITY-TV re Fashion 
Television Case Study from the unit Broadcast Codes. In this assignment, students 
assume the role of the Board of Directors of the Canadian Broadcast Standards 
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Council, (CBSC) in responding to a complaint received by a broadcaster (in this case 
CITY-TV) regarding its programming. Using a copy of the Canadian Association of 
Broadcaster's Sex Role Portrayal Code as a reference, students are to determine 
what decision the CBSC will reach regarding a viewer's complaint about a segment 
from Fashion Television. 

In order to complete this assignment, students will need copies of the following 
handouts from the Broadcast Codes lesson. 

• The Players 

• The CBSC Complaints Process 

• Sex Role Portrayal Code for Television and Radio Programming 

• Case Study Assignment Sheet 

• CITY-TV re Fashion Television Case Study 

• CITY-TV re Fashion Television Verdict 

Related Lesson on the Media Awareness Network Web Site 

• Sex in Advertising 
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Student Handout #1 


Canadian Advertising Foundation(CAF) Gender Portrayal 
Guidelines 

GUIDELINE CLAUSES 

1. Authority 

Advertising should strive to provide an equal representation of women and men in 
roles of authority both for the characters within the actual advertising scenario and 
when representing the advertiser through announcers, voice-overs, experts and on- 
camera authorities. 

Comment 

While advertisers have made noticeable progress in providing equal representation of 
men and women in roles of authority, some disparity still exists. In particular, 
individual advertisers should give equal consideration to women in the area of voice¬ 
overs. 

2. Decision-Making 

Women and men should be portrayed equally as single decision-makers for all 
purchases including big-ticket items. Where joint decision-making is reflected, men 
and women should be portrayed as equal participants in the decision-making 
process, whether in the workplace or at home. 

Comment 

Both women and men are active decision-makers for all categories of personal and 
household purchases as well as in the workforce. Advertising should reflect this 
reality. 

3. Sexuality 

Advertising should avoid the inappropriate use or exploitation of sexuality of both 
women and men. 

Comment 

Exploiting is interpreted as a presentation in which sexuality is on display merely for 
the gratification of others. When sexuality is relevant to the product being advertised 
or is part of the creative scenario, it should be treated with sensitivity and respect for 
the individual(s). 

Advertising should specifically avoid the following: 

Sexualization 

There is nothing wrong with positive, relevant sexuality in advertising which portrays 
a person in control of and celebrating, her/his own sexuality. However, people must 
not be portrayed as primarily sexual or defined by their sexuality. Clothes, 
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behaviours, positions and poses, camera angles, camera as voyeur, language, audio 
track, and/or product placement can all contribute, implicitly or explicitly, to 
sexualization. 

Sexualization of Children 

Boys and girls under the age of 16 must not be portrayed as displaying adult sexual 
characteristics. Similarly, adult women must not be portrayed as girls or with child¬ 
like characteristics while maintaining adult sexual characteristics. 

Gender Role Stereotyping 

Social and sexual interactions must portray women and men as equals and must not 
reinforce stereotypes, such as male dominant/female submissive. 

Irrelevant Associations 

a) Using or displaying a woman's sexuality in order to sell a product that has no 
relation to sexuality is by definition sexually exploitative. 

b) Advertising must avoid the exploitation of nudity and the irrelevant segmentation 
of body parts. 

Sexual Harassment 

Advertising must not portray sexual harassment as acceptable or normal behaviour 
in either covert or overt ways, and should avoid representing women as prey or 
objects of uncontrolled desire. 

Objectification and Commodization 

People must not be sexually portrayed as objects, toys, animals or with animal-like 
characteristics. Nor should products be attributed with negative gender stereotypical 
characteristics. 

4. Violence 

Neither sex should be portrayed as exerting domination over the other by means of 
overt or implied threats, or actual force. 

Comment 

Men and women should be portrayed equally as in control of their person and their 
surroundings. Images and texts which imply domination, aggression, or violence, or 
enjoyment of the same, should not be used. 

5. Diversity 

Advertising should portray both men and women in the full spectrum of diversity and 
as equally competent in a wide range of activities both inside and outside the home. 

Comment 

Today in Canadian society there is no single contemporary family structure. Men and 
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women take part in a broad variety of responsibilities, occupations, lifestyles and 
activities. This diversity should be portrayed in advertising. 

Further, women and men of various ages, appearances and backgrounds should be 
considered when creating advertising. 

6. Language 

Advertising should avoid language that misrepresents, offends or excludes women or 
men. 

Comment 

The equality of the sexes should be reflected through the use of gender neutral 
language, e.g. fire fighter instead of fireman and synthetic instead of man-made. 
Language should also reflect the equal dignity of both genders e.g. men and women 
instead of men and girls, and must not include pejorative or inappropriate terms. 
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Overhead 


Definition of Pornography 



The explicit depiction or exhibition 
of sexual activity in literature, films 
or photography that is intended to 
stimulate erotic, rather than aesthetic 

or emotional feelings. 
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Student Handout #3 


Calvin Klein: A Case Study 



Calvin Klein is not shy about pushing 
he envelope when it comes to 
Advertising. In 1980, he featured a 
15-year-old Brooke Shields purring 
"Nothing comes between me and my 
Calvins." He has mounted giant 
billboards in Times Square featuring 
thiselled male models wearing only 
stark white briefs. He has used the 
child-like Kate Moss to embody the 
essence of his Obsession perfume and most recently, has been at the forefront of 
fashion's grunge trend, using stringy-haired, unwashed youth to hawk his cKbe and 
cKone fragrances. Klein has always been at the forefront of the youth trend in 
advertising, but in a 1995 campaign for Calvin Klein Jeans, his images of pubescent 
models in provocative poses caused major controversy and debate when they 
crossed the line between fashion and pornography. 


Colvihi Klein; 


The advertising campaign — which used images of models who were reportedly as 
young as 15 — was meant to mimic "picture set" pornography of the '60s. In the 
magazine ads, young models posed suggestively in a sleazy suburban "Rec Room," 
complete with cheap panelled walls, a paint splattered ladder, and purple shag 
carpeting. The TV spots left little doubt that the images intended to imitate 
pornography. In one of these ads, 
the camera focused on the face of a 
young man, as an off camera male 
voice cajoled him into ripping off his 
shirt, saying " You got a real nice 
look. How old are you? Are you 
strong? You think you could rip that 
shirt off of you? That's a real nice 
body. You work out? I can tell." In 
another, a young girl is told that 
she's pretty and not to be nervous, 
as she begins to unbutton her 
clothes. 


Klein insisted that the campaign was 
not pornographic — that the ads 
were intended to "convey the idea 
that glamour is an inner quality that 
can be found in regular people in the 
most ordinary setting; it is not 
something exclusive to movie stars 
and models." Consumer and child 
welfare advocates disagreed, finding the ads disturbing and exploitative. The 
American Family Association began a massive letter campaign to retailers, 
threatening to boycott their stores if they carried Klein's jeans and Seventeen and 
other major magazines refused to carry the campaign. Eventually the U.S. Justice 
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Department launched an investigation into whether or not Klein had violated child 
pornography laws. (In the United States, five criteria are used in determining 
pornographic images: focusing on the genital area, showing unnatural poses, 
depicting children as sex objects, implying that the children are willing to engage in 
sex, and suggestive settings ). Under increasing pressure and scrutiny, Klein recalled 
the ads, but not before the ensuing controversy and publicity had turned his jeans 
into the "must-have" item of the season. As one marketing director noted, this 
controversy took Klein's "coolness factor from a 10 to a 60," and if continued sales 
are any indication, his "bad boy" reputation has only enhanced his products in the 
eyes of young consumers. 

Klein is not alone in his use of controversial images in advertising. After all, the 
whole point of advertising has always been to attract attention, and fashion 
advertising is notorious for its exploitative use of young men and women. But one 
senses that there is a new conservatism among consumers, who are fed up with X- 
rated images hawking everything from beer to video games. In continuing to push 
the envelope, designers like Klein may find that they have pushed the patience of 
their consumers too far. 

A possible backlash to this campaign occurred in 1999, when Klein launched an ad 
campaign for his children's underwear line. The campaign involved three different 
photos, two depicting two little boys playing on a sofa and clad only in CK 
underpants and the third depicting two little girls playing on a sofa and clad only in 
CK undergarments. These images appeared as full page ads in the New York Post 
and prominent magazines, and as a huge billboard in Manhattan's Times Square. 



Due to public furore, these ads were pulled 24 hours later. A Calvin Klein 
spokesperson claimed that these ads were intended "to capture the same 
warmth and spontaneity that you find in a family snapshot." The general public 
disagreed, with numerous experts citing that these ads were pornographic 
because they featured high definition, sexualized images of young children. In 
many cases, those who were against the ads cited Klein's previous track record 
as sufficient proof that these images were exploitative. 
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Canadian Advertising Foundation's Guidelines Relating 
to Pornography 


The following are excerpts from the voluntary Canadian Advertishv 
Foundation Gender Portrayal Guidelines relating to pornography. 


Sexuality 

• Advertising should avoid the inappropriate use or exploitation of sexuality of 
both women and men. 

Comment 


Exploitation is interpreted as a presentation in which sexuality is on display merely 
for the gratification of others. When sexuality is relevant to the product being 
advertised or is part of the creative scenario, it should be treated with sensitivity and 
respect for the individual(s). 

• Advertising must avoid the exploitation of nudity and the irrelevant 
segmentation of body parts. 


• Boys and girls under 16 must not be portrayed as displaying adult sexual 
characteristics. Adult women must not be portrayed as girls or with childlike 
characteristics while maintaining adult sexual characteristics. 


• Social and sexual interactions must portray women and men as equals and 
must not reinforce stereotypes, such as male dominant/female submissive. 


• Using or displaying a woman's sexuality in order to sell a product that has no 
relation to sexuality is, by definition, sexually exploitative. 


• Advertising must not portray sexual harassment as acceptable or normal, and 
should avoid representing women as prey or objects of uncontrolled desire. 

Violence 


• Neither sex should be portrayed as exerting domination over the other by 
means of overt or implied threats, or actual force. 

Comment 

Men and women should be portrayed equally as in control of their person and their 
surroundings. Images and texts which imply domination, aggression, or violence, or 
enjoyment of the same, should not be used. 
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Criminal Code of Canada Definition of "Child 
Pornography" 

According to Section 163.1 of the Criminal Code, "Child Pornography" 
means: 

• a photographic, film, video or other visual representation, whether or 
not it was made by electronic or mechanical means 

o that shows a person who is, or is depicted, as being under the age of 
eighteen years and is engaged in, or is depicted as engaged in, explicit 
sexual activity, or 

o the sexual depiction of the sexual organs of a person under the age of 
eighteen years; or 

• any written material or visual representation that advocates or 
counsels sexual activity with a person under the age of eighteen 
years. 
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Calvin Klein: Case Study Assignment 

The following images were featured in controversial 1995 and 1999 Calvin Klein 
advertising campaigns. Using the Case Study article, the CAF Gender Guidelines, and 
the Criminal Code Definition of Child Pornography as background information, write a 
500 word expository essay that answers the question: 


"Are These Images Pornographic?" 
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